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DAVID RATKE

Learning Across Campus: Hearing
Bok’s Call to Conversation
If anything, Derek Bok’s book, Our

and consider undergraduate education

Underachieving Colleges: A Candid Look at

more holistically and deliberately as well

How Much Students Learn and Why They

as dialogically. That is, more conversa-

Should Be Learning More is more current

tion about the big picture and how the

today than when it was published in 2006.

moving parts work together is needed. Of

Bok is worth listening to. While Bok’s entire

the moving parts (teaching, student life,

career has been at Harvard University,

international or global awareness, moral

where he was also the former president

development, etc.), Bok is most invested

(1971–1991), much of what he has to say is

in what actually goes on in the classroom

relevant to the readers of Intersections.

although he does not overlook other areas

The argument of Our Underachieving
Colleges is, in many ways, summed in its

of undergraduate education and the undergraduate experience.

subtitle. At the time of its publication much
of the criticism leveled at American institutions of higher
education had to do with their politicization (“colleges and

Historical Perspective

universities have become enamored with left-wing political

Bok acknowledges that there is much that is true in most

and social causes!”), with the decline of the liberal arts and

critiques of American higher education. At the same time,

the rise of professional degree programs, with the upsurge

he argues that history “offers weak support at best for

of postmodern theories (especially in the humanities), and

the reports of a decline in the quality of undergraduate

with the lack of a moral or philosophical compass. Bok

education. Loose allegations to that effect have little foun-

suggests that these critiques are too narrow. There needs

dation in fact but instead rest on fanciful visions of some

to be, he argues, “a serious look at how much students are

previous golden age” (29). Students “have always arrived

learning” and at “what is actually being accomplished in

on campus deficient in their ability to communicate” (67).

college classrooms” (Bok 8). Actually much of this research

To find an era in which colleges and universities

has been conducted. The problem is that nobody has taken

perhaps did not struggle with these concerns, you would

a long, hard look at the whole forest. Much of the research

have to go to the period prior to the Civil War when only

and reflection has focused on individual trees. Bok aims

the wealthiest could reasonably afford to attend college.

to remedy that problem. He proposes that we examine

Bok notes that these institutions often aimed to build
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character and train the intellect. Colleges, he writes,

Social Sciences, we begin our monthly meetings with a

were “united around a classical curriculum aimed at

“teaching moment” in which a faculty member shares a

mental discipline and character building.” That may

problem, idea, or strategy as a way to highlight teaching.

sound enticing and attractive to those of us who teach

I also know that there are a number of professors who

in the liberal arts. However, he also notes that teaching

attend to their research and scholarship at the expense of

in this era was characterized by “student recitations,

teaching. Some of this, I think, has to do with their social-

ancient languages, and rigid disciplinary codes” (24). This

ization in graduate school at research institutions with

hardly seems like the kind of education any of us would

mentors who were rewarded for excellence in research.

advocate. Indeed there were numerous complaints about

How many of us did our graduate work at institutions
where success was measured by success in the classes
we taught as teaching or graduate assistants? How many

“Bok’s point is simply that the problems we face
in the twenty-first century are not new.”

of us were measured by our success in classes that
focused on developing undergraduate teaching skills?
How many of us even took classes that trained us to be
teachers of undergraduates?
The socialization of professors is important in another

lecturers who were inaudible, who relied on outdated and

respect. Many of us, particularly in the arts and sciences,

yellowed notes, who were unresponsive or unavailable

love our disciplines. And we expect our students to share

to students, and so forth. That could be me talking about

that same love if not for the discipline then at least for

some of my colleagues!

learning. But many students come to college for the

Bok’s point is simply that the problems we face in the

opportunities it brings for providing a more secure career

twenty-first century are not new. In fact, in many ways

and future. To be vulgar, students come to college to make

they are the same challenges, including: the need for

more money. It’s an investment. As Bok puts it, “useful

quality instruction and a common sense of purpose for

skills matter more than ever” (36).

higher education, increasing specialization to the point of
esoterism and irrelevance in both teaching and research,
and a rise in vocational or professional education. Bok

Skills Students Seek

doesn’t intend to pooh-pooh these concerns and chal-

Students are looking for courses and majors that will help

lenges. But if things haven’t really become worse, can we

them achieve material success: “Most students (and the

say that they’ve become better? Many of us would be hard

organizations that employ them) are increasingly preoc-

pressed to answer “yes.”

cupied by a need for skills—not just critical thinking and
writing skills but oral communication, listening, quanti-

Faculty Attitudes

tative reasoning, and … interpersonal competence” (223;
see also 36). Students look for majors that will clearly and

Bok addresses the accusation that faculty members

intentionally help them with these skills. The problem,

are more interested in research than teaching. He notes

however, is that “Arts and Sciences professors … tend to

that some faculty members are, but there is considerable

be wary of these [skills] and often balk at including them in

research that suggests that faculty find teaching more

the curriculum” (36; see also 251). I disagree.

satisfying.
My own sense is that it depends. My experience at

This may indeed be the case at some institutions. But I
don’t think it’s the case at Lenoir-Rhyne or at most—if not

Lenoir-Rhyne suggests that it depends partly on the

all—of the institutions where readers of Intersections work.

department and on the individual faculty member. We

At Lenoir-Rhyne, our core curriculum emphasizes these

have some departments that emphasize teaching as

very skills. We have a six credit hour First Year Seminar

part of our activity. In the School of Humanities and

course which highlights written and oral communication.
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Many of the instructors of these courses make extensive

problems in America.” I can’t comment on the reality

use of group projects and activities intended to develop

at state-funded institutions. However, that Bok says

interpersonal skills. Our core curriculum requires that

that church-related institutions are the exception in the

students take a “global learning” elective. Students are

United States is worth considering. ELCA colleges and

required to do service learning and community service

universities consider ethics and train for active citizen-

which seek to develop abilities to communicate with

ship pretty well. I know that many of our institutions

people from other cultures as well as in leadership. In

work hard at getting the word out that we care about

the “teaching moments” that begin our meetings in the

developing ethics and values. Of course, sometimes our

School of Humanities and Social Sciences that I mentioned

message falls on deaf ears. Or sometimes it falls on

above, often the topic has to do with precisely these topics.

willing ears, but, to paraphrase a parable that most of us

I’m proud of our curriculum because it intentionally and

know well, this message falls among the thorny weeds

consciously addresses these skills. Our achievement

where it is choked out by other competing demands for

in developing these skills is still a work in progress,

prospective students’ desires: attractive residence halls

but we’re committed to it. Moreover, in all the years I’ve

and recreational facilities, competitive athletic programs,

attended the Vocation of a Lutheran College conferences,

vibrant social life, appealing location, and cost. Given the

I’ve heard people from other Lutheran institutions wrestle

economies that most ELCA colleges must work with, we

with and address these same challenges. In fact, often the

are hard pressed to compete on all those fronts.

themes of these convocations are centered on these very
challenges. I know that Lenoir-Rhyne is not alone among
colleges in thinking hard about these skills and how
students learn them.

Core Curriculum and Majors
Much of the debate within colleges about the skills just
mentioned focuses on the general education curriculum
and how it achieves those goals. This is wrongheaded, says

“Church-related institutions still ‘attempt to
teach their students to think about ethical
questions of the kind that commonly arise in
private and professional life.’ ”

Bok. The majority of the courses students take often will be
in their major. The proportions that Bok mentions don’t altogether mesh with the reality at Lenoir-Rhyne, but I think his
point is worth considering. Students can’t write effectively?
Have them take another composition course. Students
lack quantitative analysis skills? Have them take another
math course. Students lack oral communication skills?

One of the important themes in Our Underachieving

Have them take a speech class. You get the idea. Sometimes

Colleges is the importance of faculty dialogue, espe-

that has been the solution that Lenoir-Rhyne has resorted

cially across disciplinary boundaries. I’ll come back

to. They take a computer literacy placement test in their

to this later. First, I want to examine Bok’s argument

first semester. If they don’t pass, they take a class (really a

that students are interested in ethics and values and

tutorial). When students lack knowledge or skill in some silo

the failure of colleges to address ethics and values.

or another, we have them take a class in that silo.

Bok freely admits that church-related institutions still

At the same time, at Lenoir-Rhyne we have attempted

“attempt to teach their students to think about ethical

to do things a little differently. The six credit First Year

questions of the kind that commonly arise in private

Seminar course that I mentioned above takes three

and professional life” (41). He argues further that “most

credit hours that formerly belonged to composition so

colleges … fail to make any deliberate, collective effort

that students can develop writing skills in a class that

to prepare their students to be active, knowledgeable

matches their academic interest. All First Year Seminar

citizens in a democracy, even though civic apathy and

courses have different titles and content ranging from

ignorance of public affairs are widely regarded as serious

“friendship, love, and film” to “forgiveness” to “racism
39

and other controversies” to “the science of magic.” Our

at all, they do so when the clock is running. They occur

core curriculum seeks to teach these skills and content

during the extremely compressed hour of a school

areas in holistic ways. Sometimes we’re successful.

meeting when there is other business to take care of.

Bok makes a further point about expecting the general

They also occur institutionally during the end of year

education curriculum to fulfill all these objectives and

“workshop”—which used to be called a retreat. The

outcomes. Too often majors and concentrations aren’t

change in nomenclature is telling. Retreats suggests an

held accountable for developing these skills in students.

easy-going refuge from the busyness of academic and

Is there any reason students can’t write in science

institutional life. Workshops are about getting stuff done.

classes? Is there any reason that students can’t present

People who know me as a chair know that I’m all about

their work orally in their majors? Is there any reason that

getting stuff done. However, even I recognize the need

students can’t consider the ethical and moral implica-

for Sabbaths and the valuable time and space they offer

tions of questions and challenges and innovations within

for unfettered creative reflection. They’re also valuable

their majors—whether they are science or business or

for spending time outside our disciplinary (or administra-

nursing students?

tive) silos with people who have left their own silos. The
needed conversations simply won’t occur unless lovingly
tended and cared for like a gardener cares for a garden.

“Is there any reason that students can’t consider
the ethical and moral implications of questions
and challenges and innovations within their
majors—whether they are science or business
or nursing students?”

They take time and commitment.

Extracurriculum
Bok notes that for many students the defining moments
of their undergraduate experience often take place
outside the classroom (52). These moments occur while
acting in drama productions, belonging to a fraternity or
sorority, participating in student government or other

To do this, Bok argues, faculty would have to have

campus organization, or competing with athletic teams.

ongoing and intentional conversations across disciplinary

That can be a bitter pill to swallow for those of us who

boundaries. Recently I was in a meeting in which faculty

are professors. But faculty members overlook the

from program X wanted to tell faculty Y what courses

importance of the extracurriculum at the peril of student

should be in major Y. Colleagues were talking to each

development and formation.

other across disciplinary boundaries. This was, in its

At Lenoir-Rhyne, we pay attention to the extracur-

way, a good start. Unfortunately the conversation wasn’t

riculum. My sense is that many other ELCA colleges do

about skills such as critical thinking and so forth, but

the same—Augsburg College especially comes to mind.

rather about which courses from silo X the students in

Students are required to earn “convocation credit” in

major Y needed. A more fruitful and constructive conver-

order to graduate. Such credit can be earned by partic-

sation might have taken place had the topic been about

ipating in these extracurricular activities as well as

skills. Instead, an argument ensued in which disciplinary

attending chapel, doing community service, and attending

territory was at stake.

special events on campus such as lectures and concerts.

To be sure, these are hard conversations to have.

Bok makes the further point that faculty should be

Faculty at Lenoir-Rhyne teach four courses per term,

involved in such activities. Unfortunately, many faculty

which doesn’t leave them much time for conversations

“equate what an undergraduate education should

like this. After all, they have committee meetings to

accomplish with what professors can achieve in their

attend, assessment plans and reports to write, and

classrooms” (60). I wouldn’t say that this is the case at

student papers to grade. If the conversations take place

Lenoir-Rhyne. Many faculty members are advisors to
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student organizations. Of course, some are more active

and universities, in my experience, are doing much to

than others. Furthermore, at Lenoir-Rhyne, faculty are

address the challenges that Bok examines. Often our

on the convocation committee which considers many, but

success is limited by our resources—human, financial,

not all, extracurricular activities. That being said, I think

and temporal. Certainly at Lenoir-Rhyne, while it is in no

that student life is a world about which most faculty have

danger of closing its doors any time soon, these limita-

only a superficial knowledge. I would also say that many

tions often mean that many of our conversations are

student life staff members don’t have deep knowledge

about whatever is on the immediate horizon. In our case,

about the aims, objectives and outcomes of student

these conversations are also limited in that we have three

learning. More campus-wide conversations and dialogue

“main campuses”: an undergraduate campus in Hickory,

between these groups would surely open some eyes.

a graduate center in Asheville, and a seminary campus in
Columbia, South Carolina. Distance is a challenge!

Concluding Thoughts

Our faculty, staff, and administrators are frequently
stretched beyond the boundaries of human capacity to

Our Underachieving Colleges is wide-ranging and ambitious

attend to all that needs attention. The call to commit and

book. Bok examines many issues, but, as I stated at the

dedicate ourselves to conversation and dialogue about

outset, has two important aims: (1) to think about under-

a holistic vision of undergraduate education is one that

graduate education holistically, and (2) to encourage

we’ve already committed to, but also one that deserves

dialogue and conversation across disciplinary boundaries

recommitting ourselves.

and the entire campus (student life, athletics, libraries,
institutional research, etc.).
While at least some of his accusations seem misplaced
in institutions like those represented by the readers of
Intersections, there is much to chew on. Lutheran colleges
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